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I was fumbling with the buttons of the waistcoat when a deafening,
snarling squeal burst into the attic chamber ; and in the same instant
the floor leaped beneath my feet. The wall fluttered like wind-blown
bunting, and somewhere below there was a crash that wedged my
heart into my throat. The air all about me was so filled with dust
that the pencil of golden sunlight became a silvery shadow.
When the floor didn't fall from under me I groped for the trap-
door, raised it and listened.
The great guns still boomed ; but after the shattering crash I had
heard, they sounded harmless.
Somewhere* outside the house I heard a child crying, dogs barking,
the sound of running feet. The house itself was silent, except for a
queer scraping sound, as though a clock's pendulum, in its swinging,
dragged briefly against a gritty surface. There .was something about
it that made my knees weak.
I felt for the ladder, lowered it through the trap door, and
scrambled down to the hallway below. Pictures had fallen from the
walls ; chairs and stair rail were covered with grey dust.
I shouted Doctor Vardill's name ; then listened. All I heard was
the banging of the guns, a distant hoarse shouting, and the noise
of hurrying feet.
I ran down the stairs to the second floor. Clogging the stairway to
the lowest floor was a heap of fallen timbers, dusted thick with
powdered plaster. Jagged chunks of plaster lay among them; and
splintered laths protruded from the tangled mass like broken bones.
When I crawled over the wreckage and reached the street floor, I
seemed to be in a house no longer, but in the centre of a rubbish heap,
on to which had been dumped the shattered remains of a dozen
houses.
I called Doctor VardUTs name softly, but heard nothing except the
faint rustling of crumpled plaster slipping to another level.
I found them in the rear of the house, in what must have once
been the dining-room. The scraping sound I had heard before I left
the attic had been made by the doctor's foot as he tried to free himself
from the mass of sooty bricks and mortar that held him to the floor,
His sisters had been swept from their seats by a single balk of timber.
Like a giant flail, it had crushed them against the wall.
When I pried the. timber away from the two women, \ they sank
down together on the plaster-strewn floor as though they'd chosen
that place to sleep.
I tried to move the bricks from Doctor VardiU, but couldn't. He
was beyond human help, anyway ; for his wide-open eyes were covered
with plaster dust.
I went into the kitchen to look for the fat negress, Euphrosyne.